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1.

Ceylon 1935

A cinnamon plantation

His slight build makes it difficult to tell his age, but sitting under the hanging branches of the banyan tree he looks lonely and, as sunlight filters through the glossy leaves, it dances on his thin limbs. This boy, more wood sprite than child of flesh and blood, is the kind of child a mother longs to wrap her arms around. He selects a pebble and, with a furrowed brow, concentrates, then throws it to see how far it will go. Satisfied it’s flown further than the one before, he clambers to his feet and walks around the little rhododendron-enclosed clearing, scuffing his sandals in the twigs and leaves that crackle and splinter beneath him.

He listens to owls ruffling their feathers and shifting in the tree, watches a striped squirrel race up a tree trunk, and then he sniffs the air – citronella, burnt earth, the aroma of cinnamon, and a tang of salty ocean he can almost taste. He picks a pale apricot blossom and buries his nose in its soft, fruity fragrance. This one is for his mother.

He watches a scarlet basker flitting from one leaf to another and wishes he had brought his book of insects with him. He’s never seen this one before except in the book, along with other dragonflies, damselflies and butterflies. He knows there are thousands of them in Ceylon – this place his mother calls a pearl.

As a fresh breeze blows he feels it on his arms and his skin tingles. It’s the best place in the world, this glittering sun-sparkled forest, and he eagerly awaits a walk with his mother, in the evening when it’s cooler. She finds the heat of the day tiresome, but he knows all the shady places and there’s always somewhere cool to hide. But then a change comes over him and a trace of sadness darkens his face. Although he’s content playing alone, something in him longs for more, and he shivers from an uncomfortable feeling of guilt.

The moment passes.

When he walks with his mother, her scent wraps around him, and he enjoys calling out the names of birds for her to laugh in pretend amazement that he knows so many of them. His mother doesn’t laugh enough, though it’s hardly surprising, he thinks, given their circumstances. That’s the phrase he hears all the time: ‘given our circumstances’, it’s probably not a good idea. Or, ‘given our circumstances’, perhaps we’d better not.

He has climbed almost to the top of the hill now, his favourite wide-open place. Here he can see for miles and if he half closes his eyes he can almost feel the ocean. He imagines the cool waves breaking over his burning skin; sees himself running on the beach as fast as he can with the wind blowing in his too-long hair; pictures the fishermen in the early evening before the sky turns pink and the sea turns lilac.

He’s startled by a rustle coming from the trees and stands still to listen. It’s probably a toque monkey, he thinks, or one of the langurs with the very long tails. You mustn’t try to befriend or feed toque macaques, his mother says. If you feed them they think you are subordinate. It means they think you are lower than they are. Sub-or-din-ate. Subordinate would be bad. Nobody wants to be less important, do they?
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Ceylon, 23 December 1935

The 300-year-old walled town of Galle

It had been sweltering in the mid-eighties during the day and even now, at seven in the evening, it was still at least seventy-five degrees. Louisa Reeve’s bias-cut gown in silver satin-silk had been made up in Colombo and copied from a dress she’d spotted in American Vogue. By the time the magazine reached her it was months out of date, but still, you did what you could. Galle tailors, though solidly reliable, were not modern, and everything they ran up turned a bit too Sinhalese in the execution, but in Colombo some of the tailors could copy anything. As she stood at five foot nine, the elegant flowing femininity of the style suited her and certainly made a change from the linen shirt and comfortable trousers she usually wore to ride her bicycle.

Elliot came up behind her and wrapped her in a hug.

‘Happy?’ he whispered in her ear, before running his fingers through her hair.

‘Hey, I’ve just spent ages on that.’ She had softened her wayward blonde curls into finger waves, with an imitation-sapphire clip on one side.

‘Are you feeling okay?’ Elliot said, his eyes serious and concerned.

She reached for his hand. ‘I’m feeling fine, though I was thinking of Julia earlier.’

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Good. It’s going to be a wonderful Christmas and you look ravishing.’ He turned to leave. ‘If you really are all right … I’ll just check on the wine.’

‘Are you still planning to sail on Boxing Day?’

‘I think so. Just for a few hours. You don’t mind? Jeremy has a spanking-new dinghy and we’re trying out a new-fangled trapezing harness too. He’s had it made up by a local on plans sent over from England. Perfect for racing, I’m told.’

He brushed past her on his way to the door and, as she caught the trace of cedar cologne from his skin, she smiled and watched his retreating back in the mirror. Even after twelve years of marriage she thought him still a truly handsome man, with short curly brown hair, lively green eyes and a charm that drew the world to him. He never had to try too hard. Friendship came quickly and easily to him and there was always a buzz when he was around. She had friends too, though it took her longer to get to know people and she didn’t have Elliot’s direct way. She loved working people out though, trying to understand what made them tick and, for her, once she made a friend, it was usually a friend for life.

She leant out of the top-floor window and gazed at the blue sky and the shimmering turquoise seas surrounding Galle. The present tilted and the moment she had named her daughter, Julia, rushed back. Standing in this very spot, she’d held her for one precious hour until tears had blinded her vision. When had she died? Before or during the birth itself? To be born without life. What did it mean? These were the questions still haunting her. Just one more day and Julia would have been christened at the Anglican All Saints’ Church – the very place she and Elliot had been married and she herself had been christened.

Even now, over two years later, the past claimed her and, guilt-ridden, she felt there should have been something she could have done, or not done. She closed her eyes and pictured a heady sun-drenched day. Julia playing on the beach with the dogs, Tommy, Bouncer and Zip, the runt of the litter, all of them coated in glittering sand, damp from the sea and smelling of salt, and her little girl shrieking with laughter. She pictured her collecting shells and running, running and tripping over her feet in haste, desperate to show off her precious bounty, only to forget about it moments later. And then, oh so real, she imagined gathering her daughter in her arms after her bath, smelling the trace of baby shampoo in her hair, all apple and mint.

She sucked in her breath and, allowing the dream to retreat, returned to the present.

All that remained for her to do was to ensure the staff were in place and none of the flowers were wilting. She walked out on to the veranda, took a match and a taper, and then lit the external oil lamps and the citronella candles to repel mosquitoes. On the tips of her toes, she checked a lampshade where a red-vented bulbul had made its nest, and made sure the lightbulb had been removed. She heard the tchreek tchreek of the parent bird as it kept watch. ‘It’s all right, little one,’ she whispered. ‘The bulb won’t be replaced until your chicks have flown away.’ The garden surrounded the veranda, where the pink hibiscus blooms scattered in the breeze, and she loved to sit and listen to the dawn chorus while everything glowed in the early sunshine.

She went back indoors to the living room, glancing up at the eighteenth-century wooden beams of the grand colonial house, where concealed lamps spread a golden sheen. She’d painted the room herself in orange and the door frames in turquoise: a look that startled some, addicted as they were to the regulation cream colonial walls, but she adored the brightness. Two dark-wood ceiling fans rotated the air and in one corner an indoor palm patterned the high wall with shadows. ‘I Only Have Eyes for You’ was playing on the gramophone.

Their home at ground level housed the kitchen, the part-time housekeeper’s room, the main living areas and the offices. The guest bedrooms and two bathrooms were located on the next floor, along with Louisa’s sewing room. Then on the top floor there was her and Elliot’s bedroom, their bathroom, plus an airy private living room, a sun-filled peaceful space opening out on to a roof terrace. At the back of the garden another building housed the servants’ quarters, though some lived locally in Galle itself.

A little later and, as the last of the guests arrived, Louisa and Elliot were standing together in the main entrance hall to greet them. She glanced up at the skylight, through which acres of sun streamed during the day. The plantation shutters at the bank of windows fronting the house had been left open, though the windows themselves remained closed against insects. She hoped that from outside the glittering lights cast a welcoming warmth. She wanted all their guests to be happy on this glorious shining evening, and a bubble of excitement ran through her.

One of Elliot’s friends arrived. Jeremy Pike was the son of a well-to-do rubber planter and had known Elliot back in Colombo. A well-dressed, neatly moustached man, he often spent a few days at the family’s summer residence in Galle and he and Elliot were frequent sailing partners, though Louisa had never got to know him well. He was what they called a man’s man. After him an elderly couple, friends of her father, started commiserating about the oppressive heat when, behind them, she spotted a tea-planter couple getting out of a Daimler.

‘Ah,’ Elliot said. ‘That’s good. The Hoopers have come.’

Louisa watched the slight figure of a dark-haired woman in a violet dress walk slowly to the door with her tall husband. The woman was very pretty with hair that seemed to fall naturally in ringlets, and eyes a perfect match to the colour of her dress. She carried a baby wrapped in a lacy shawl and when she stumbled slightly the elderly ayah following behind reached out a steadying hand. The man placed his arm around the young woman’s shoulders and Louisa thought how protective he seemed.

Elliot stepped forward to welcome them, a broad smile on his face. ‘Laurence and Gwendolyn, how lovely that you made it.’

Louisa stretched out her hand to the man and then his wife passed the baby to the ayah before coming to Louisa for a kiss on the cheek. ‘I’m so happy to see you again,’ she said.

Louisa smiled. ‘It’s been months since we met up in Colombo.’

‘Tea at the Galle Face Hotel, wasn’t it? I loved looking out across the ocean and imagining Galle itself in the distance. And now here we are.’

‘You hadn’t had the baby yet, then.’

Gwen shook her head. ‘Gosh, no. It really has been too long.’

‘Well, I’m more than happy you’re here now. What do you think of Galle?’

‘I love it. I was here once before, when I first moved to Ceylon, but it’s been ages. The town is so sleepy, I can’t wait to explore tomorrow morning.’

‘Would you let me show you around?’

Gwen nodded. ‘If you have time?’

‘Lots of time, and I know the place like the back of my hand.’

‘You’ve lived here all your life, haven’t you?’

‘Except when I was at boarding school in England. I spend an awful lot of time cycling around. As you’ve probably noticed, we’re on a promontory and totally enclosed by the sea wall on three sides, so it’s very safe.’

‘I’d love to see it properly.’

‘Then that’s settled. You must be staying at the New Oriental Hotel here in town?’

Gwen nodded.

‘Then I shall call for you. Shall we say eight? Early is best before it gets too hot and sticky.’

‘Terrific. This is a little break for us. My mother is over from England and she’s looking after our son, Hugh, but we’ll be back in time for Christmas Eve dinner.’ She smiled up at her husband, who began to speak, but Elliot interrupted.

‘What say you, Laurence … to a shot of a rather good malt?’

As Laurence nodded his agreement Elliot clapped him on the back. ‘We’ll leave you two women to it,’ he said with a wink at Laurence and then quickly touched Louisa on the hand. ‘That okay with you?’

She gave him a look that the others couldn’t see, and hoped he wouldn’t drink too much. But no, surely the gambling, and heavy drinking, were firmly in the past. Then she turned and smiled at Gwen. ‘What’s your baby called?’ she asked.

‘Alice. She’s six weeks old today, so too young to leave behind.’ She glanced around.

‘Let me point you in the direction of a room where you can leave Alice to sleep.’

While Gwen and the ayah settled the baby, Louisa wandered through the house. As she mingled with her guests, she sniffed air laced with a trace of lemon polish and the fresh scent of blossom from the pongam tree in the garden. She’d displayed swathes of its branches dotted around the house in large floor-standing ceramic vases. Early to bloom this year, the small flowers were pale purple and a favourite of hers.

She had invited some of her father’s friends, as well as her own, and had included many of the merchants from around the citadel that was Galle. A few were now on the veranda, wearing their best clothes, and gathering close to the citronella candles. The sound of their laughter trickled through to the hall. The nice thing about Galle was the way at least some of the British mingled with the Muslims, the Buddhists, the Burghers and the Hindus. It was a genuinely multinational, multi-faith place. There were lots of other lovely things too, like the enchanting maze of straight and narrow backstreets where she knew everybody by name, the smell of fresh ginger or mint tea on a sparkling morning, and the many goats, cows and lizards she encountered on her walks. She’d enjoy showing it all to Gwen.

Tea country was a fair distance from Galle, so the fact the Hoopers had come all that way to the party was a terrific surprise. As Louisa already knew everyone in Galle, seeing Gwen offered a fresh promise of enjoyment. It would be fun. She’d met her a few times before and had taken to her from the start.

As she turned away she saw her father, a widower, tall, thin, bespectacled, bushy-browed, and a little fierce if you didn’t know him. And that proved her point, because a more open-hearted man than Jonathan Hardcastle it would be hard to find. Always on the lookout for unfairness, he treated his staff impeccably, though his pioneering spirit hadn’t always gone down well with the powers that be.

He came across to her, arms wide open. ‘Darling. You’ve made it beautiful as usual.’

They hugged and she smiled. ‘You always say that.’

‘And I always say your mother would have been proud.’

They exchanged looks. His wife had died when Louisa was only seven and though she could barely remember her mother, she knew her father would never forget her. She had the same gold-flecked hazel eyes as her mother, and he’d often remarked how alike they looked. He had never remarried, which meant Louisa had grown up with an ayah who allowed her more freedom than a mother might have done. So, from an early age, she’d ridden her bike and done the rounds, as she was fond of saying, enjoying the simple continuity of her life. It didn’t take long to cycle the whole of the ancient walled town and she’d grown accustomed to doing it every day, and people seemed to like that she stopped to chat.

‘Shall we go through together?’ her father was saying.

‘You go ahead. I just want to give Ashan the nod. I think it’s time the food came out.’

‘I can do that.’

‘Don’t worry.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Have a lovely evening, Pa.’

As she crossed the small back hall leading to the kitchen she passed the open door of Elliot’s study and, pausing, saw he was in there with a man she vaguely recognized. A dark-haired Burgher, that much was clear, with untrimmed eyebrows and an impassive face, one of the descendants of the Portuguese who had first discovered Galle. She was surprised Elliot hadn’t mentioned inviting him to the party, and took a step forward to introduce herself. Elliot spotted her and frowned. Something about his irritable look troubled her, but before she’d had a chance to speak, a sudden movement caught her eye and she glimpsed a purple-faced monkey slipping into the kitchen. She’d have to have a firm word with the staff right away; certain windows and doors should not be left unlocked. The monkeys were clever and if you gave them an inch they’d take a mile. She hardly dared recall that her father had once said something similar about Elliot.
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Early on Christmas Eve morning Louisa left her home in Church Street, carried on down the road, crossed Middle Street, and went to call for Gwen as arranged. They were to meet in the hall of the Regency-style New Oriental Hotel, imposing with its three-foot-thick sandstone walls. Louisa glanced up at the high wooden ceiling. The hotel had been built in 1684 by the Dutch as a barracks to house army officers, and now it was where visiting planters and traders stayed, as well as a steady trickle of tourists in more recent times. The impressive entrance hall, stuffed with ebony easy chairs and sofas, with just a few woven-rattan recliners dotted among them, was already busy.

Beeswax and cigar smoke impregnated the walls, along with just the faintest tang of yesterday’s whisky, and a huge pine tree took up star position, hung with baubles and small candles in holders. Though pretty, it was such a fire hazard that the candles, once lit, needed watching constantly by one of the houseboys. Last year the boy had been caught napping and narrowly escaped being responsible for the entire place catching alight.

She loved the hotel with its dramatic towering front, facing the harbour, and had sketched it and most of Galle’s buildings at one time or another. She always enjoyed drawing and had longed to become an architect, but there had been nowhere in Ceylon for a woman to study. She might have gone to Europe or America, but hadn’t wanted to leave her father alone and so, enchanted by architecture and buildings, interiors had become her passion. She’d often be found sitting at the beautiful mahogany cabinet of her Singer sewing machine, running up curtains or making cushion covers until late at night. Or if not that, she’d be creating intricate line drawings and watercolour washes of Galle’s buildings to hang on her walls. Ruining her eyes, as Elliot’s mother, Irene, would say.

Irene’s brand of suburban snobbery and pretentiousness was typical of certain Europeans, and Louisa hardly dared admit how relieved she felt that she wasn’t coming for Christmas this year. The Reeves, Irene and Harold, a civil servant, had been invited to Christmas with friends in Colombo and so it would just be Elliot, Louisa and her father.

A moment later, Gwen appeared wearing a cotton dress with a fluted shin-length skirt and a large sunhat. ‘Morning,’ she said and kissed Louisa’s cheek before twisting the brim of her hat. ‘Not very Christmassy, is it? I need to wear it all the time. With skin like mine I burn quickly.’

Louisa glanced at her own tanned skin. ‘Luckily I don’t have that problem. I’m on my bike so much I always look as if I’ve been left out in the sun.’

‘At least it’s fashionable these days.’

‘So,’ Louisa said as they walked through the cobbled streets, passing low-built bungalows with gorgeous ornamental lintels over the main doorways and terracotta roofs held up by rows of columns providing shade to the verandas. ‘Tell me what you get up to on that tea plantation of yours.’

‘Well, we’re quite remote so don’t tend to socialize a lot. Just the odd trip to Colombo or Nuwara Eliya for a ball. Although we did once go to New York for a month.’

‘That must have been fun.’

‘It was quite a time. We were in the process of turning Hooper’s Tea into a proper brand.’

‘Has it been a success?’

‘Pretty much, though I’m not really involved in the business. Mainly I make cheese.’

‘Really?’

‘If you ever come to visit you must try some. It’s delicious, if I say so myself.’ She smiled and her sparkling eyes reflected the sun.

All the houses they passed had shutters, either open or closed; twisted frangipani trees grew in the passageways and monkeys grunted as they swung in their gleaming branches.

Louisa thought back to when she and Elliot had first moved into their home, soon after Elliot had been placed in charge of her father’s gem cutting and polishing house. Her father had taken some persuading to employ Elliot at all, but in the end, despite Jonathan’s lingering reservations, Elliot had proved himself. It was an important post with full responsibility for all the records of all the gems that went through their hands.

The two women chatted as they sauntered past Buddhist monks, as well as Muslim men in white with woven caps on their heads, and Louisa nodded at them all.

‘I haven’t got long,’ Gwen said. ‘We need to leave earlier than I expected.’

‘We’ll just slip down here, shall we? Then let me take you to the ramparts. Elliot and I often walk around them just before the sky turns indigo at dusk and then darkness falls.’

‘How romantic. You are lucky. You have everything you could ever want here.’

Louisa smiled but didn’t reply.

‘I think it’s very pretty, magical in fact.’

They smelt the fish before they came upon it, flapping in the breeze where it had been hung from a beam outside a shop to dry in the sun. The same shop also sold tuna sauce which was kept in large highly pungent barrels. It was still early enough to see the fish seller, who waved as he passed by, balancing large panniers of fresh fish either side of his bicycle, and with a trail of cats following behind. Everyone greeted Louisa.

‘The fish man delivers anywhere you want in the Fort and tosses the heads and tails to the cats,’ she said. ‘As you can see, they are all rather fat.’

They passed an enormous, softly scented frangipani tree and soon reached the old walls built from corals, lime and mud, where they looked out across the glittering ocean stretching as far as the eye could see.

‘This is so beautiful,’ Gwen said. ‘And I love the smell.’

Louisa laughed. ‘Of fish?’

‘Yes, fish, but it’s the gorgeous salty smell of the ocean too. We live by a lake, but I’ve often wondered what it might be like to live close to the sea.’

‘It’s always changing. I love that. Sometimes it’s silvery and serene, soothing to just sit and stare, sometimes, as now, it’s speckled with gold.’

As they sat on the wall Louisa felt more relaxed than she had for a while. She had longed to confide in someone, but hadn’t found the right time or the right confidant either. Gwen was the first person she felt she might be able to trust not to gossip.

‘You asked if I was happy,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, the truth is, I’m getting there. Two months ago, I had a miscarriage.’

‘Oh goodness. How awful for you.’

‘But that was not my first.’ She swallowed hard before speaking. Her stillborn and her miscarried babies were people to her, little people she still grieved for. Children who should have filled her arms and her heart. It wasn’t an easy thing to say and she didn’t want to talk about it, but found she couldn’t remain silent either. ‘I had a stillborn child a little over two years ago, and a previous miscarriage too, eight years ago.’

Gwen’s face darkened. ‘I am so sorry … it must have been terrible.’

Louisa murmured her thanks.

Gwen nodded slowly as if deciding what to say. ‘I lost a child too,’ she eventually said. ‘I still find it hard to talk about. Probably why I didn’t tell you when we met for tea in Colombo. I just couldn’t speak of it.’

Louisa bit her lip to try to stop the stinging in her eyes.

‘It’s a long story. We kept it very much to ourselves. Her name was Liyoni,’ Gwen carried on. ‘Her loss broke my heart.’

Louisa understood. ‘But at least you have your lovely little Alice now.’ And even as she said it she knew it had sounded all wrong. ‘Oh, gosh, that was clumsy. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …’

Gwen glanced at her. ‘Don’t worry. But nothing can replace what you have lost, as I’m sure you know.’

Louisa nodded. With these shared confidences, something had shifted between them and Louisa felt a strong affinity with Gwen. ‘Thank you for telling me,’ she said.

As tears filled her eyes, Gwen reached out and the two women sat together in the silence that eased around them.

The next evening, both still replete from a prolonged and very late Christmas lunch with her father, Louisa and Elliot walked out to the ramparts together to sit near where she had been with Gwen the previous day. People were eating snacks as they sat on the walls, and Louisa glanced at the crows lying in wait, eagle-eyed, watching for scraps of food to fall.

‘I think I have drunk rather too much brandy with your old man,’ Elliot said and closed his eyes.

‘The fresh air will help,’ she said, feeling a touch disappointed.

As the temperature dropped the locals began streaming out for their evening constitutional.

Regaining her equilibrium, she smiled at him. ‘The party was great, wasn’t it? I’m so glad you invited Gwen and Laurence. But why didn’t you invite the man I saw you with in your study to stay on? The Burgher.’

‘I did, but De Vos had other commitments.’

‘You seemed annoyed when I almost interrupted you.’

‘Not at all.’

‘So, what did he come for?’

‘A bit of business.’

‘Oh Elliot! You promised no business over Christmas.’

‘Sorry.’ He linked his arm through hers. ‘Let’s not talk about that. Let’s just enjoy the evening. We’re happy, aren’t we? You’re managing?’

She leant against him again. ‘I am.’

As the sun began to set, the sky flared into an astonishing display of fiery scarlet and pink, and then they heard the melodious call to prayer coming from the mosque. Suddenly, all the men in white turned on their heels and hurried off in its direction.

Louisa loved the dusty peacefulness, though at times the atmosphere was almost tinged with sadness. Because Galle was certainly quieter these days. Her father remembered when five hundred passengers a day had arrived by steamer, spice vessels had crowded the docks, and fighting flotillas had come to replenish their supplies. Now some of the cosmopolitan Europeans still made it their home, at least for part of the year, and though it remained a trading centre for jewels, cinnamon and rubber, much of the tea trade had moved to Colombo.

Meanwhile, Louisa enjoyed meeting the merchants who still came from Malaya, India and China. Galle just about held its own, and she loved to hear the repetitive melancholic Islamic call to prayer at dawn, at midday, in the middle of the afternoon, just after sunset, and two hours later. The sound had been around throughout her life and though there were fewer Muslims now – most of the Sinhalese were Buddhists – they lived in harmony with each other. She knew about the occasional outbursts against the British, everyone did, but they happened far less frequently now everyone had the vote, and there were far fewer than in Colombo. Yes, things had changed in Serendip, as Ceylon was once called – the island of jewels – and for the better.
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A week after Christmas, on New Year’s Day, Elliot had gone to dive off Flag Rock, which stood at the southernmost point of Galle Fort. Louisa thought it a risky pastime, but danger was Elliot’s addiction. Along with driving too fast and racing a dinghy, he took life at a ferocious speed. Although she tried, Louisa found it hard to keep up, but then Elliot didn’t internalize things in the way she did. Hating the tension he sometimes saw in her face, he called it unnecessary dwelling. She had asked him to bring her back a surprise from the market where he’d found the sapphire hair clip he’d given her. Imitation, of course, and he could easily afford the real thing, but they liked to find each other gifts from the various markets and bazaars. It had been their custom throughout the years, though he had been too busy lately.

Last week he had been away at Cinnamon Hills, a cinnamon estate in the countryside a little over twenty miles from Galle, where he owned shares in the business. The estate had been neglected by previous owners, Elliot said, and as it needed extensive work to get it back on its feet, he had been helping out. Last month he’d also been in Colombo, checking up on his spice trading business there, and that was as well as having a full-time job in her father’s firm.

She tried not to dwell on her latest miscarriage and keep positive but it wasn’t always easy. She thought about her meeting with Gwen Hooper. There was something fragile about the woman but, though she had also lost a child, she carried on with optimism. What women go through, she thought. What they go through and still manage to smile.

After a breakfast of fruit, buffalo-milk curd and hoppers – lacy, biscuity baskets, sometimes with eggs inside – Louisa gathered her three springer spaniels together and set off to walk them through the main gate of the Fort and across a channel to the park. As she passed the flower seller on his ancient bicycle, she remembered how when she and Elliot were first married they’d go to the park before breakfast and then walk back to Lighthouse Beach. She remembered how once, they’d dared each other to wade out as far as the reef while the tide was out and the water was shallow. Feeling like children exploring an unknown world and laughing so much they slipped and, clutching each other, fell, they’d then been forced to return wet and sandy, creeping upstairs so the servants didn’t spot them. Life had always been fun with Elliot.

Her father was a much more serious and thoughtful man than her husband. There tended to be four types of British men in Ceylon: army officers, planters, civil servants and businessmen. Her father was in the latter category. Perhaps losing his wife had made him graver than he might otherwise have been. It saddened her that she couldn’t remember how he had been before her mother died.

After her walk she lay on her bed under the fan and put a palm on her belly. If only, she thought, but then checked herself. Elliot never showed his sadness over the loss of Julia, but she knew it hurt him. He was a man made for fatherhood, especially as he had lost a younger brother years ago to cholera. The child had only been five and Elliot seven, while their younger sister, Margo, had just been a toddler. That was why, despite everything, Louisa felt sympathy for Irene Reeve, though it was obvious that was not the only reason Elliot’s mother seemed perpetually dissatisfied. Louisa sighed, catching the smoky coconut fragrance of food being cooked. Irene would be arriving from Colombo in time for supper, so it was time for Louisa to calm her curls and tidy herself up a bit.

Over a typical Sinhalese dish of rice and curry they managed to get by with small talk. Elliot’s father had not been able to join his wife on this extended visit, because of work.

‘It’s a pity Harold couldn’t make it,’ Louisa said. ‘We had hoped he might, didn’t we, Elliot.’

Elliot nodded. ‘Never mind. It’s lovely that you’re here, Mother.’

‘Yes, it is, Irene,’ Louisa said dutifully.

Irene sniffed tetchily – even after all these years, she still seemed displeased at her daughter-in-law using her first name. ‘One does what one can, but you know what he’s like. If he had a more senior position he might have more choice over what he does, but you know your father. He isn’t even a member of the Colombo Club.’

‘I’m sure Father does what he can.’

She smiled. ‘You, dear Elliot, always see the best in people, but I know your father could have been so much more. But we are where we are, and that’s the long and short of it. You’re very lucky to have married a man like my son, Louisa.’

Louisa nodded but intended to steer clear of this conversation. It had been repeated so many times she could foretell what would be coming next and while the spotlight wasn’t on her, so much the better.

Elliot muttered something soothing, as she’d known he would, and then a servant came in to clear the table and the family fell silent. Another servant, a young dark-eyed, dark-haired woman called Camille, brought in a pineapple milk pudding but Louisa shook her head when offered a portion.

Camille served the others and then left the room.

‘I know it’s none of my business,’ Irene said. ‘But don’t you think a milky pudding might put some meat on your bones? Why not get yourself an English cook or maybe even French? I’m sure all this Sinhalese cuisine isn’t good for you. Apart from the puddings, I mean.’

‘Actually, we have a French girl called Camille working as a kitchen maid. She just served the pudding. Didn’t you notice her? Although she’s French she usually wears a sari. Perhaps that’s why you didn’t spot her.’

‘How very unusual. A European working as a lowly kitchen maid.’

‘It’s rather a curious story. Apparently, she fell in love with a sailor who got her a job in the galley of the liner he was working on. But then he abandoned her here in Galle with no funds.’

‘So, you just stepped in and took her on. How like you to be so kind.’

Louisa could see from Irene’s disapproving look that she did not think it kind at all. ‘She’s all alone with no family. I felt I had to, and anyway, our previous kitchen boy had moved on.’

Irene inclined her head. ‘I see. Well, with your permission, naturally, I think it might be opportune if I stay on a little longer than originally planned. Somebody needs to ensure you eat properly.’

Louisa groaned inwardly.
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5.

Louisa lay beside Elliot turning things over in her head while he read. He had always been incredibly solicitous whenever she wasn’t well, and it crossed her mind that he might prefer her not to be strong, that maybe something about her incapacity made him feel needed. She curled up closer to him and stroked his stomach. Funny how easily doubt crept in, even in the strongest marriage. But when he closed his book and reached for her, she quickly dismissed the fleeting thoughts and then they made gentle love for the first time since her miscarriage.

Afterwards he fell asleep.

She couldn’t rest, however, as her skin felt prickly and her legs too heavy. No matter how she lay she couldn’t get comfortable, and within moments she would be shifting around again. She waited for a while, but after an hour of fidgeting, she climbed out of bed and lit a candle to keep the light low and not wake Elliot. He hated to be woken suddenly and, if he was, it would send him into a mood for the entire following day.

In the bathroom, she turned on the light. They’d had electricity in Galle for the last seven years, and though it had transformed their lives, Louisa missed the romance of indoor oil lamps and the soft glow of candles. Sometimes the nights were hard to get through and she often found herself sitting on the edge of the bath for a while. She gazed around her, then went to open the window and lean out, closing her eyes and breathing in the scented night air. Damp. Sweet. Salty. Being on her own at night gave her such an intense feeling of timelessness, it instantly calmed her restless mind. She opened her eyes on a full moon, the garden glittering and shining in its blue light. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if, after tonight, she was pregnant again?

She splashed her face and after another half an hour went back to bed and thought of her children. In her mind, they played and scampered and shrieked as children did, but her thoughts misled her and it hurt too much that they were not really there.

At one point Elliot woke up and wrapped his arms around her.

‘I do love you,’ she whispered.

‘As I do you,’ he muttered, half asleep.

Then she managed to nod off.

Over the following weeks Louisa’s life went on normally. She took Tommy, Bouncer and Zip for long walks, concentrated on her sewing, and went outside to trim her shrubs. The evenings brought her added solace – when the sky turned red and purple, suddenly in the way it did, and she heard the call to prayer coming from the mosque. The huge dramatic sky hanging above a lilac ocean stretching all the way to the South Pole always struck her with a feeling of awe. But just as soon as everything was completely back on an even keel, and she felt genuinely happy, Elliot went away again, this time spending even longer than usual on business up at the cinnamon plantation.

She continued walking her dogs and taking care of her household but then, one morning in early February, after Elliot had arrived back home, her father came to sit with her on the veranda. It was a warm dusty day with flies buzzing in the heavy air, so Louisa was constantly brushing them from her eyes. They had tea brought out and before her father picked up the Ceylon Times, he grunted and held out a hand to her. She took it and he squeezed gently. ‘There’s my girl,’ he said.

She nodded and then let go of his hand. He buried himself in his paper but she always felt comforted by having him near. As she sat gazing at the garden and listening to the birds, watching them dip in and out of the branches, she felt a stirring of pleasure. It was still early but the morning was alive and the smell of the jasmine lifted her heart. Life had to go on. The third failed pregnancy had been a blow but she had a beautiful home, a good husband and a father she loved. Many could not say the same and soon she’d start fund raising again for the children’s orphanage in Colombo. Maybe a French-themed meal would be something different, with Camille’s help, of course. She had held coffee mornings, bring-and-buy sales and extravagant lunches, all in aid of the orphanage. Elliot would joke that every time she went there, he half expected her to come home with a couple of brown babies tucked under her arms.

A little later Elliot turned up and his mother joined them on the veranda too. Louisa had to face the fact that she was going to have to insist Irene went back to Colombo soon. She’d long outstayed her welcome, if you could even call it that, and had been with them a month. She dreaded her mother-in-law still being there when she and Elliot hosted their traditional anniversary party towards the end of the month.

‘Shall we have more tea?’ Louisa said and rang the bell, ordering the tea when Ashan, their small, trim-looking butler wearing the traditional men’s sarong knotted at the front, sprang quickly to her side. His long hair was coiled up on his head and fastened with a silver-edged tortoiseshell comb.

‘Thank you, Ashan,’ she said. ‘I can always rely on you.’

He gave her a broad smile. ‘I should certainly hope so, Madam.’

She glanced across at her husband. It seemed from his shining face that Elliot had something to announce. For a moment or two he didn’t speak but just sat smiling with an unfathomable look in his eyes.

‘Well, what is it?’ her father said, picking up on it too. ‘Spit it out.’

Frowning, Louisa gave her husband an inquisitive look. ‘Elliot?’

He took out a packet of Camel cigarettes, struck a match and lit one. Then he paused before speaking. ‘I have bought the old Print House.’ He leant back in his chair, pursed his lips with satisfaction and nodded emphatically.

‘Oh darling! How marvellous,’ Irene gushed, beaming with maternal pride.

Jonathan Hardcastle looked up from his paper, looking less than happy. ‘You’ve what?’

‘I’ve had a marvellous idea.’ Despite his father-in-law’s reaction, Elliot was still looking pleased with himself.

‘What’s your idea, darling?’ Louisa gently said.

‘It just came to me out of the blue a few weeks before Christmas. The place has been empty for ages but I thought we could turn it into the biggest jewellery and spice emporium in Ceylon. Put it right at the heart of the whole business. I just need to make the final payment.’

‘What were you thinking? We are not jewellers,’ Jonathan protested. ‘We’re gem merchants.’

Elliot’s expression did not change and, Louisa knew, from the light in his eyes, nothing was likely to deflate him. ‘Isn’t it time to expand, Jonathan? Take a risk?’

Her father shook his head. ‘While we’re so stretched? Of course not.’

‘Why not hear Elliot out, Dad?’

‘No. The gem trade is faltering because of the improved imitation-stone technology and you’re well aware these are flooding the bottom end of the market.’

‘Even more reason to expand the business in another direction,’ Elliot said.

‘No. It’s madness. I’ve had to focus on high-end, high-carat jewels, and that ties up a huge amount of capital in stock.’

Ashan brought out more tea and they stopped speaking until he had gone. He had been with the family for years and was the soul of discretion but, all the same, Louisa liked to keep sensitive issues private.

‘Pa, surely you can find the cash,’ Louisa said. ‘It’s a good idea, isn’t it?’

‘No. Absolutely not. The timing is all wrong.’

‘But …’

Jonathan held up a hand. ‘I’m not for this at all, and that’s the truth. Now I have work to do. I hope not to hear any more about this idiotic idea.’ He folded his paper and marched off with it under his arm.

Now, suddenly deflated, Elliot puffed out his cheeks.

Louisa felt torn. She wanted to support Elliot, but she loved her father too.

‘Well.’ Elliot shook his head. ‘That went swimmingly!’

‘I’m going to go for a lie-down,’ Irene said as she sniffed, and then took a few steps. ‘I feel one of my headaches coming on. Disagreement does not sit well with my delicate constitution.’

‘I’ll bring you some mint tea, Mother.’

After Irene had gone Louisa gazed at Elliot. Wanting to find a way to support him, she sighed. ‘I’m sure he’ll come around.’

‘He’s wrong, but you know he won’t change his mind.’ Elliot drained the last of his tea. ‘He has never really liked me.’

‘Don’t be so peevish. Of course he likes you. But maybe you should have told me first rather than announcing it so suddenly,’ Louisa said.

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. I wanted to make a splash. I thought you’d be on my side.’

‘Come on, Elliot, I am, but you know my father. He needs to be persuaded.’

‘You think you can still do that?’

‘I can try. Just promise me this isn’t another of your madcap schemes.’

‘Are you my keeper now?’

She sighed again. ‘Of course not, but if you need my help …’

‘Do you ever consider how it feels for me having to come cap in hand?’

‘Elliot, I didn’t mean –’

‘You’re referring to the racehorse, I assume?’

She smiled. ‘Well, he was lame.’

He got to his feet and glared at her. ‘Honestly, Louisa, will you never let me forget it? I know I’m a disappointment to you, but this is quite different.’

‘Calm down. This is silly. You aren’t a disappointment.’ She held out a hand to him.

He took it and came to sit beside her.

‘As it happens, I do think the emporium might well be a good idea. Tell me how you financed it.’

‘The spice business has been very much in profit. That took care of the down payment. And it was going for a good price.’

‘Have you considered the actual costs of refurbishment?’

‘Of course. It shouldn’t be too expensive. The place is in good condition. We need to clean it up and then redecorate and do some fitting out – but it’s all doable.’

‘Would it take long?’

‘Not if we get the right people on board.’

‘I’m wondering if we could fund it ourselves, prove to Dad it’s a good idea?’

He seemed to hesitate before speaking. ‘Lou, the thing is, I’m a little strapped for cash just now.’

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘You just said everything’s going well.’

‘Yes. Yes. Of course. It is. This is just a temporary cash-flow issue while I wait for payment on a large shipment in transit.’

‘And that’s all?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Not a return to your old trouble?’

He looked horrified and hurt. ‘Of course not. Be right as rain once the payment is in. You know how these things go.’

She trusted Elliot, of course she did, but still she paused to think before carrying on. Some things were hard to forget, let alone forgive, and yet, she wanted to believe him. His smile, disarmingly gentle, convinced her.

‘It might be a risk,’ she said, ‘but on the other hand, my father might be wrong.’

‘I think he is.’

‘Well, let’s look into it and, if it’s solid, I’m sure I can figure out a way to make the final payment on the Print House myself. I could do with a new project.’

‘I don’t want you to fall out with Jonathan.’

She shook her head. ‘They’re my shares and we’re a team, remember. Once I’ve seen the place, I’ll put some shares on the market as quickly as I can, so we can at least complete on the deal.’

‘Good girl! I knew I could count on you.’

‘And, while I’m at it, I’ll see there’s enough in your account to cover the refurbishment. Just until you’ve balanced your books.’

‘Magnificent.’

‘Then we can get the plans ready together. I’ll love designing it.’ It was true. A project might be just the thing. ‘How about sparkling white walls to contrast with ebony counters? Dark against light works so well, and Ceylon ebony is such an even dark colour. It’ll be fabulous.’

‘I hoped you might want to take charge.’

‘You did this for me?’

‘Well, not exactly. But I do think a new start might help.’

‘And once Dad sees how brilliant the place looks and how many jewellers are interested in displaying their wares, he’ll come around, I’m sure.’

‘I’m lucky to have you.’

She smiled and reached for his hand. ‘We’re both lucky.’

‘Now look,’ he said. ‘If you’re feeling happier, I’m needed back at the cinnamon plantation.’

Inhaling deeply, she attempted to ward off how crushed she felt. ‘Again? Aren’t we going to get on with the plans for the emporium?’

‘That can wait. There’s such a lot to do at the plantation right now.’

‘Like what?’

‘You’ve never shown an interest before.’

‘Well, I’m asking now.’

He didn’t appear pleased to be questioned so closely, and seemed to be considering his answer. ‘Well, if you must know, I’m looking at ways to make the place more productive. Clearing more of the jungle. That sort of thing.’

‘Maybe next time I’ll come with you. A trip away; just the two of us.’

He didn’t reply.

In the silence pooling around them, everything felt on hold.
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6.

When Elliot returned from the plantation two days later, he had seemed in a very positive frame of mind. Glowing, in fact. Louisa had again proposed her idea of accompanying him on his next visit, but at first he hadn’t been keen, claiming the plantation was somewhat primitive and she wouldn’t enjoy it. She had persisted, however, and now just a few days later they were on their way. He had insisted it had to be on this particular day, without explaining why, but at least they were going together. A flying visit only, there and back in one day, as Hardcastle Gems had new stones in and he was needed to oversee the records.

The road towards Cinnamon Hills took them out of Galle Fort, bypassing the docks and wharves where rubber and other goods were stored before being loaded on to the ships, and where Louisa held her nose: when there was a rubber shipment the stink was awful. They skirted the calm waters of Galle Bay, where the larger vessels were moored, and the southern end of Rumassala Hill, commonly known as the Watering Point, the place ships once took on fresh water from a reservoir. And from there you could see two rocky reefs, where so many ships had met their dreadful fates during the south-west monsoon.

‘It’s such a brilliant view from the top of Rumassala, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘We should walk up there again soon.’

They passed the small cemetery, the last resting place of British civil servants and sailors, and after that Louisa rolled down the window, enjoying the fresh air.

‘I love the legend of Rumassala.’

The ancient Sanskrit epic of the Ramayana told of a time when Hanuman, the Indian monkey warrior-god, needed herbs to treat the wounded in his army during his battle against the demonic King Ravana of Ceylon. But there were no medicinal herbs to be found here, so Hanuman went back to India and brought back a piece of the Himalayas where the plants he needed grew, but he accidently dropped it at Rumassala. Louisa knew local folk believed this accounted for the rare medicinal plants found in the area.

‘I’m thinking of trying medicinal herbs,’ she said. ‘See if they’d help me.’

‘Doctor Russell would be horrified.’

‘He doesn’t have to know and it might be worth a try. The locals swear by them and it’s up to me, isn’t it?’

When they arrived, an hour and a half later, the tough loneliness of the plantation appealed to her. Halfway up the hill was an old estate house, or walauwa, a bungalow set amidst a small overgrown lawn and surrounded by trees where orchids thick with butterflies decorated the garden. Beyond the track to the house, the low penetration of light meant the forest looked deep and dark. A place to lose yourself, she thought. Where nobody would see your movements in the shadows and anything might happen.

As they made their way up the main drive, she glimpsed another building at the very top, a more contemporary house dramatically set above the plantation. When they finally reached it and left the car, she gazed down at the most extraordinary view to the sea, then turned back to look inland where misty purple hills merged with the sky.

‘The light changes constantly from sunrise to sunset here. Do you like it?’

‘It’s absolutely breathtaking.’

‘I’ll see if Leo McNairn is in. He runs the place.’

He walked up to the main door and a servant opened it and told Elliot that Leo was away in Colombo.

He came back to where Louisa was still staring out towards the sea. ‘He’s away, but there’s nothing to stop us pottering about a bit. Let me show you some of the cinnamon trees.’

‘I love the smell,’ she said. ‘Is it just cinnamon?’

‘Citronella too, I think.’

‘No wonder you like coming here so much! I’d be happy to stay here for a few days next time.’

‘Well, as I said, Leo’s place is rather primitive. When I stay it doesn’t matter to me.’

‘I don’t mind primitive either. Surely you know that.’

‘Shall we have a look around?’

Louisa followed Elliot down a meandering path between sparse shrubs and ground orchids, beyond which tall dark trees enticed the unsuspecting into the gloom. She could feel their pull, though heaven knew what they might hide.

‘Just watch out for snakes,’ he said, interrupting her thoughts.

‘Poisonous?’

‘The black and white krait.’

‘But they’re only a problem at night, aren’t they?’ She glanced around. ‘I’d love to know about how the cinnamon is produced.’

‘It’s all a bit tedious.’

‘Still.’

‘Well, the trees are usually first harvested after about three years. Then regular coppicing increases the yield but also keeps the bush-like appearance, and makes harvesting easier.’

‘How do they do the harvesting?’

‘It’s a bit laborious, but the bark is stripped, and then processed carefully.’

After a few minutes of walking, she heard a shuffling sound behind her. She peered in that direction but saw nothing at first. As she moved off again she could have sworn she heard footsteps and twisted round to have another look. This time she thought she caught a flash of coppery red. She stood still and for a moment it seemed as if a red-haired woman was watching her from a distance. She turned and called to Elliot but when she glanced back, the woman was gone.

‘What is it?’ Elliot said. ‘Something wrong?’

‘I thought I saw a woman watching me.’

‘Probably one of the natives.’

‘Yes. I couldn’t see clearly. But the thing is, I thought she had red hair.’

‘Unlikely around here. Probably a scarf. One of the cinnamon peelers’ wives, I’d say.’

‘Yes. You may be right. Let’s go to the top and look at the view again.’

As they climbed back up she spotted a pair of black-headed orioles, glamorous black and yellow birds singing a beautiful liquid song. She was about to point them out to Elliot but he seemed distracted, clearly surprised to see a Royal Enfield motorbike next to their car. ‘I really should be getting back to the office now,’ he said, and she noticed unexpected tension wrinkling his brow.

But then a tall lean-looking man strode out of the house. The fierce sunlight slanting through the trees cast shadows on his cheeks. He wore shorts and an open-necked shirt and was very tanned. Louisa stared at his handsome craggy face, the stubble on his jawline and his auburn-red hair, and wondered if it was him she’d seen earlier. How strange to see red hair so soon again, she thought, but no, I don’t think it was him I saw among the trees. As Elliot wasn’t saying anything she held out a hand.

‘Hello, I’m Louisa Reeve. Elliot is just showing me round.’

The man frowned slightly and scratched his head. ‘I see.’

‘So …’ she said.

‘Forgive me … Leo McNairn,’ he said. Louisa noticed he was looking hot and a bit sweaty.

There was a moment of silence as she stared at him. Something about the intense darkness of his eyes unsettled her. She expected him to smile but he held her gaze without speaking. The feeling of being under scrutiny and unable to look away embarrassed her. The moment seemed to stretch out too long, but then a sudden shaft of sunlight almost blinded her. She blinked rapidly before finally glancing away. Then he spoke again.

‘Just been chopping down some old trees,’ he said. ‘Over on the other side.’

‘Well,’ Elliot said. ‘We’ll be off now. Come along, Louisa.’ He twisted back to Leo. ‘Nice seeing you again. My wife just wanted to visit the place. Your man said you were in Colombo.’

Leo narrowed his eyes. ‘Right.’

‘But you’re back early.’

‘Trouble with the bike.’ With another frown, Leo looked away, and Louisa felt he had spoken in a slightly off-hand manner.

Elliot put an arm around her and began to walk away. ‘Well, cheerio,’ he said over his shoulder.

When the man just nodded and Elliot pulled her towards the car, Louisa was gripped by a weird feeling of unease.

‘Well,’ she said as they reached a lower level of the hill. ‘Not the most talkative man. I felt quite uncomfortable. Is he always like that?’

‘Probably has something on his mind.’

‘Why didn’t he invite us in? It seemed very odd to me.’

‘He’s a man of few words.’

‘Evidently, though it is a shame he was so unfriendly.’

After a while she shook off the dark thoughts. ‘Anyway, I do like this gorgeous bitter-sweet place.’

‘Bitter-sweet?’

‘Yes. Don’t you think?’

He frowned.

‘There’s just something about it. Special, you know? But at the same time a little unnerving. Still, I’d have preferred not to have to rush off. I got the feeling I’d met Leo before, or seen him somewhere, at least.’

‘You may have seen him in Colombo. With hair like that he does stand out.’




PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published 2018

Copyright © Dinah Jefferies, 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted

    Cover images © Jeff Cottenden © Trevillion Images © Getty Images

ISBN: 978-0-241-98075-0


OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
g ik
The Number 0‘

’ ; \:
R
3 i






OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





